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Praise for The Happy Couple


A ‘HIGHLIGHT OF 2023’ IN THE GUARDIAN A ‘BOOK OF 2023’ IN THE NEW STATESMAN A ‘BOOK TO WATCH’ IN THE INDEPENDENT AND GOOD HOUSEKEEPING


‘A fun, addictive read laced with astute observations about modern romance’


Vogue 


‘A sophisticated character study of a young couple coming to terms with their relationship, in this biting, whip-smart look at modern love and the tangled messes we leave behind us. I am fully in awe of Dolan’s talent. And so glad my twenties are over’


Douglas Stuart, author of Young Mungo and Shuggie Bain


‘Sensational’


Daily Mail 


‘The Happy Couple is just as satisfying as Exciting Times, and deals with class, money, gender dynamics and bisexuality with similar ease. Set between London and Dublin, it is a beautiful exploration of love, fidelity – and whether either are compatible with marriage’


Pandora Sykes


‘Ferociously clever and supremely enjoyable’


Platinum


‘The Happy Couple reinvents the marriage plot to create an effervescent page-turner examining sexuality, monogamy and betrayal’


The Bookseller


‘Sassy and smart and wickedly funny, Dolan’s voice is uniquely her own. I inhaled every irreverent page’


Ruth Gilligan, author of The Butchers


‘Sexy, canny, hilarious’


Big Issue 


‘I just finished The Happy Couple and I loved it – an extremely funny examination of modern love, with depth, bite and poignancy


’Daisy Buchanan, author of Insatiable


‘Dolan, whose debut novel Exciting Times was a storming success, is sure to bring her sparkling wit and insightful understanding of human relationships to this second outing’ 


Irish Independent


‘I pure LOVED The Happy Couple. So witty, observant, wise and funny. Nihilistic about heteronormative relationships but so charmingly done I barely noticed. I cannot tell you how much I enjoyed it’


Marian Keyes


‘A cracking ensemble, The Happy Couple is a beautiful sonata about our relationships and a sad fugue for fear and loneliness. The book is a tough, all-engrossing love-test. Dolan’s acerbic humour is unapologetically analytical. She breaks the rule of intimacy with wit and panache that are second to none. I was kept on tenterhooks till the last few pages and my heart wouldn’t stop pounding afterwards. I don’t want to say goodbye to Luke and Celine’


Kit Fan, author of Diamond Hill


‘Endlessly funny, endlessly inventive – a bold and stylish novel that slipped down and burned like a shot of something lovely’


Rebecca Wait, author of I’m Sorry You Feel That Way


‘The Happy Couple is a dazzling follow-up to Exciting Times. Dolan spins her magic again with humour and insight and the sharpest of prose. Not a word out of place’


Katherine Heiny, author of Standard Deviation and Early Morning Riser


‘We predict a hit’


The Times 




For John and the McNallys






[image: image]





PART I



The Bride
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They got engaged like this.


In Dublin they went to a house party, then walked home along cobblestoned lanes. Celine was twenty-six and Luke was twenty-eight. He was tall and lean and dark-haired, and wore a half-tucked pale blue shirt. She was tastefully ugly: square face, flat black sandals. Although the night was warm, she had gloves on.


Both were fast talkers, but his tone was steady while her own had more vigour. They discussed two of the guests who’d broken up.


‘I don’t think they spoke to each other all night,’ Celine said.


‘Honestly they should have ended it sooner,’ Luke replied.


‘How so?’


‘I mean, break-ups always suck. But they suck a lot less if you end it while you still like each other.’


They strolled left onto a street of terraces. Celine turned the key in their red panelled front door, and together they clambered up the rickety communal stairs. Their two-room flat was in No. 23, a subdivided Georgian townhouse. The boiler kept breaking, the main local amenity was the man who sold weed from his Nissan, and rent was two thousand euro per month.


When they’d moved in last year, the landlord had warned them: ‘This ain’t The Ritz, lads.’ Celine faced little difficulty remembering this fact. Their hallway had a coconut mat and brass shoe rack: here you trapped dirt at the entrance, while The Ritz allowed dirt to travel anywhere so long as it paid. Bedroom and bathroom were plain and poky, and unfortunately weren’t The Ritz. The living area contained Celine’s piano and a green-and-yellow kitchenette. There was nowhere to put a table. This wasn’t, please note, The Ritz; so they ate on the couch.


At the bathroom sink, Celine removed her black leather gloves and rubbed in hand cream. She was a professional pianist, and moisturised only at night to avoid smearing lotion on the keys.


Then she wiped her hands with a tissue and joined Luke in bed. On contact with his body, she let out an Oh, as if him lying there was a surprise.


She resumed the topic from earlier.


‘No one ends a relationship while they still like the other person,’ she said. ‘You think, okay, it’s bad, but it’s about to get good again. Then it keeps being bad till it’s over.’


‘Decide up front,’ Luke said. ‘What’s the worst thing they could do where you’d still like them, but only just. That’s your limit, and if they do it then leave. Or you could use – you know those feedback forms?’


‘Circle 10 for adore new microwave, or circle 0 for dislike new microwave and wish it ill?’


‘Yeah.’


‘I’m not sure that works for gauging if you’re happy.’


‘Maybe not,’ Luke said.


Celine held back the words: Are you happy, though?


They did not, as a rule, ‘share feelings’. Celine’s family had never taught her how. To see the tint of your internal mood ring as warranting disclosure, and to expect a rapt audience – no, no. Have you met Irish people? But they’d been together for three years, and Celine measured their relationship in clutter. Luke’s battered paperbacks lined the windowsills; he’d procured a coffee grinder and half a cat. The other half was hers, and the asset would be difficult to divide, so hopefully they were in it for the long haul.


Celine turned off the bedside lamp. ‘So what’s your limit? In theory.’


‘I mean, it sounds old-fashioned.’ Luke paused, as if waiting for her to pull out the rest of his words from him. ‘But if I thought we’d never get married. Or that level of commitment. If I knew that wasn’t going to happen, then – yeah. In theory.’


‘When you say it won’t happen, who’s decided?’


‘I didn’t say that.’ 


‘If you’re a mindreader, you know that’s going to cause way more problems than it solves.’


‘I didn’t say it won’t . . .’ Luke trailed off. ‘I mean, but it won’t, though. Marriage will never happen between us. And that’s not a problem necessarily. It would be silly to stop when it’s going well. But we’re not going to end up together.’


A pause, for which Celine felt responsible. The cat mewed from the next room.


Celine said at last: ‘If you really think that, we should break up right now.’


No response from Luke.


She added: ‘By your own criteria.’


Silence.


‘But,’ Celine said, ‘sometimes you say things because you want me to contradict you. And it’s fine if you don’t and you want me to agree.’


Still no answer.


‘Tell me what to say,’ she said.


‘Say what you want.’


‘I guess one of us has to. Like – I think back a lot to when you said you didn’t want a relationship. And I said, eventually I want one with someone, but not a guy I’ve just met, so for now we’re good. Then later I said if you still didn’t want anything serious, we should stop. And you said you’d changed your mind. Sometimes I think you’d always wanted to be with me. You just couldn’t acknowledge it until I did.’


Another pause.


‘If I need to say things aloud before you’ll even say them in your head,’ Celine said, ‘then that’s not my favourite quality of yours. It’s not an aspect I’d bring to a desert island if I could only take three. But I’d still have a hard time choosing. Actually, I’d find it impossible, picking only three things. Probably I love all of you. And I think for me that means I want to be with you forever.’


Then Luke asked.
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Everyone else wanted the wedding in Dublin, but Aunt Maggy preferred London, so London it would be.


Celine was from Dublin and had never lived elsewhere. Luke had grown up in London, but his parents were Irish and he’d moved back to the old country three years ago.


Dublin seemed obvious.


Celine wrote ‘DUBLIN’ in her little black book.


They still wound up setting the ceremony in London.


‘You use the engagement party to sort the guest list,’ Aunt Maggy told Celine from her London landline. ‘Tell me if there’s racket. I’m dusting the birds.’ The birds were Maggy’s Waterford Crystal swans, plus a few outliers: hawk, eagle, pigeon. Uncle Grellan had once made the mistake of buying Maggy a Tipperary sparrow. The species Maggy could accept, but it had to be Waterford. Give money to Tipperary? Would she fuck.


Maggy had married Celine’s Uncle Grellan when they were young London Irish immigrants in the eighties. They had no children of their own, so Maggy was forever bothering her two nieces. Having formed a remark, she was powerless but to pass it, and she’d never met business that she couldn’t make her own.


Admittedly she was not one of the people getting married. But she had resources.


Through the success of their plumbing firm, Uncle Grellan and Aunt Maggy had bought a massive house in north London. Meanwhile, Celine and Luke’s Dublin square footage was a luxurious 80 per cent of the legal minimum.


Maggy’s opening gambit: ‘We’ll host the engagement party.’


Fair enough. She had the will; she had the space.


In this way Maggy got her inch. Next came the mile.


‘I’d wonder your mother never taught you about engagement parties,’ Maggy continued to Celine on the phone. ‘But she was busy. Off being a doctor and divorcing your father. Well, miss, here’s the score. You see who turns up for the engagement party, and then you know how many’ll be at the wedding.’


‘Fine,’ Celine said. She was violently allergic to two things: logistics, communications.


‘Except –’ Maggy said. ‘No matter. A shame, but sure look.’


This was when Celine first sensed she was being had. She didn’t know how, or over what, but Maggy used a special voice for what she viewed as her master manipulation.


‘If you’ve the engagement party in a different country to the wedding,’ Maggy said, ‘then you’ve no way of telling who’ll come. And it’s a year away, the wedding. Who knows where any of us will be? Mallorca, maybe, or Meath. But listen, there’s ways of predicting. If the party’s in London this June, and the wedding’s in London next June –’


You didn’t interrupt Aunt Maggy’s efforts to persuade. She’d feel robbed, even cuckolded.


When Luke got home that night to No. 23, Celine told him: ‘I’ve done a terrible thing.’


‘Honestly so have I,’ Luke said.


Celine patted the cushion and Luke joined her on the couch. 	


Stirred by Luke’s arrival, their blue-eyed Siamese cat hopped onto the piano and prowled across the lid. They’d named her Madame Esmeralda after the composer Franz Liszt’s pet. (‘Just some of the pussy in Liszt’s life,’ Celine’s sister Phoebe had remarked.) Although Madame Esmeralda hated other felines, she cherished her humans for their opposable thumbs. They were lousy gymnasts and alarmingly hairless, but they opened her chicken cans, and that was not nothing.


It was getting dark. Celine stood up and closed the curtains, then returned to the sofa and stretched her feet across to Luke.


He stroked her ankle, and said: ‘I got our country manager to say we’re “standing athwart the market”.’


Luke was a communications strategist at a multinational tech firm that had bought up Dublin’s docklands for its headquarters. He took a morbid interest in company lingo. Initially he’d restricted himself to writing it all down, but soon he was making up his own. Office jargon was weirdly nautical – ‘onboarding’, ‘run a tight ship’ – so he drew from there, and waited to see which words spread.


‘What’s “stand athwart the market”?’ Celine asked Luke.


‘We’re still deciding,’ he said. ‘I wanted to imply we’re on the sidelines. But my boss heard the “thwart” in “athwart” and took it to mean outfoxing our many foes.’


‘You’re much misunderstood. But my thing’s worse.’


She told him.


He said nothing for a while. Then: ‘We can work with that.’


‘Are you sure?’ Celine said. ‘I know you wanted the wedding in Dublin.’


‘I mean, if London makes you happy,’ Luke said.


‘It’ll make Aunt Maggy happy,’ Celine said. ‘And that’ll make Uncle Grellan happy, which will make my mother happy, and they’re the people I’m getting married for. Besides you. And one other, I guess.’


‘Yourself?’


‘The cat.’


As if on cue, Madame Esmeralda sunk her teeth into a mouse toy, carried it from the windowsill and dropped it on the couch. Luke petted the side of her face. ‘You’re too kind,’ he said. ‘Merci, Madame, for zis gift.’


‘She thinks you can’t feed yourself,’ Celine said. ‘Thank God she’s not an outdoor cat or it’d be rabbit heads. But there’s something else I meant to say.’


‘You’re full of surprises.’


‘This one’s not my fault,’ Celine said. ‘Nor was the other, I’ll stress. You try arguing with middle-aged Irish women.’


‘I’ll have the privilege in fourteen years.’


‘I will not be middle-aged in fourteen years.’


‘You’re twenty-six,’ Luke said. ‘Middle-aged starts at forty.’


‘You’re older.’


‘True. There’ll be a two-year interval where you argue with a middle-aged spouse and I don’t.’


‘But the second thing,’ Celine said. ‘We have to invite Maria.’


This time Luke was speechless.
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Six years ago, Celine thought Maria was the greatest love she’d ever know.


‘This won’t end well,’ Maria said.


It was spring. They sat by Dublin’s canal in Portobello drinking canned cocktails. Maria had a confident stride, dark lipstick and a large collection of men’s shirts. They were both twenty and halfway through their bachelor degrees at the Royal Irish Academy of Music. Across their cohort, they were the two best keyboard students.


Maria put her hand on Celine’s. ‘I’m Salieri,’ she said. ‘And you’re Mozart. And we’re rival composers and I’m out to beat you, but you’re just having fun. So I murder you.’


Celine looked at their hands. ‘No murder, please.’


Maria said: ‘I’ll try.’


‘To kill me?’


‘To be with you.’


The August after their final exams, they started renting an apartment even tinier than the one Celine would eventually share with Luke. 


From there, Celine and Maria began their careers as professional pianists. Celine’s dream was to earn a living through concerts alone. Maria craved prizes and La Scala and record deals. Back in reality, they both took pupils to pay the bills.


One of their conservatoire teachers had privately told Celine that she was the better artist and Maria the better performer. Maria’s candid, effusive manner could make any audience feel things. Celine’s style was foxier, full of hints, allusions, jokes. Musicians loved Celine; everyone loved Maria. Celine didn’t mind. The world had room for both of them. But Maria seemed unable to shake her own suspicion that being popular made her worse – and/or that Celine must secretly think so.


At every milestone, Maria got there first. Then Celine caught up, and Maria felt outshone.


Maria’s reaction:


1. Maria isn’t unambiguously happy for Celine, which makes Maria a bad girlfriend.


2. Okay, Celine didn’t say Maria was a bad girlfriend, but Celine is thinking it. Maria can tell.


3. Maria wonders if Celine can actually have been unambiguously happy when Maria achieved it first. If so, then Celine is a better person – and ‘better than Maria’ is, we’ve established, vexed emotional territory.


4. If Celine was only pretending to be gracious, then Maria wants her to know there’s space to say that. But also, Celine managed to hide her resentment when Maria would never be able to, which makes Celine better at stoicism. And fine, best her at that, heap the betterment, what indeed is Maria but chopped liver, be better than Maria in every way why don’t you.


They’d both grown up believing you had to dominate others to get ahead. But they’d responded differently. Maria needed to win. Celine thought: Okay, I will simply not dominate others and not get ahead.


It wasn’t that Celine was lazy. She played for playing’s sake.


Once she’d begun learning a new piece, she gave herself over. She started with the hardest passages, so that by the end they’d be the bars she played for fun. There was only time to physically practice five hours a day – anyway, more than that was asking for tendonitis – but she never stopped mentally rehearsing. A black-and-white keyboard inhabited her brain. She played it while scrubbing dishes, queuing in Lidl, and riding the bus to students’ homes. Her cerebrum’s running score left no energy to speak – not even to Maria.


For Celine, this was bliss.


‘You can’t say you don’t want to talk to me and not say sorry at all,’ Maria said in the entrance hall after Celine had emerged from a week-long Liszt coma. ‘Could you not just apologise?’


‘But I’m not sorry.’ Celine placed her umbrella on the radiator. It was September and it rained every day. ‘Or else I wouldn’t do it.’


‘I need to know you regret hurting me.’


‘But I don’t regret it or I wouldn’t –’


Et cetera.


The disagreement was not whether Celine should sometimes ignore Maria. They were both fine with that. Maria was less available to Celine day-by-day than Celine was to Maria, since Maria’s focus was more evenly spread.


The problem was that Maria could apologise when neither felt she’d actually done anything wrong. Celine couldn’t.


‘It’s lying,’ Celine said, ‘and lying is stressful.’


‘But it’s not lying.’ Maria put her own umbrella next to Celine’s. ‘Even though you did the right thing, you’re still sorry for how it made me feel.’


‘That’s not what sorry means.’ Celine was crying now. ‘Sorry is when there was unfairness.’


They had this fight roughly once a month for three years.


But when it was good, it was the best.


Sex, for instance.


Celine had long seen orgasm as physically beyond her. She’d never climb Everest; she’d never kayak; she’d never come.


Her male partners had sportingly borne this limitation.


(At least, they had eventually, after first insisting that every other woman they’d been with had managed. Here Celine’s obliviousness became an accidental power move. She didn’t have the confidence to fake it, not after hearing how many real ones they’d definitely seen. No way could she fool these stallions.)


The sex toy argument was another of Celine and Maria’s staples.


‘It’d take me out of the moment,’ Celine said one night in October.


‘Okay,’ Maria said, ‘but it takes me out of the moment when I’m the only one who comes. Can you at least try a vibrator on your own?’


‘It won’t work. I’ve tried everything.’


‘Except the thing I’m suggesting.’


‘It won’t work.’




Then, after two years of dating and four months of living together, they went to Japan. It was mid-December. Celine was playing at a competition in Tokyo. When the judges announced that Celine had finished third, Maria muttered to Celine that the winner had been ‘lethally inoffensive’. Celine replied: ‘Third is good. Stop ruining third for me.’


That night they returned to the hotel room. The carpet was thick between Celine’s toes, and Maria’s perfume smelled of lilies and wood.


‘I’ve an early Christmas present for you,’ Maria said.


It appeared to be a mint green stress ball in a little glass case. Celine took it out, and squished it in her hand. ‘Cute,’ she said. ‘Thank you. That’s really – oh.’


It buzzed.


‘If it doesn’t work, we’ll try a Swedish one,’ Maria said. ‘The Swedes rule on function, but it’s the Japanese for design.’


‘I don’t know,’ Celine said. ‘If I try it and I still can’t come, then I’ll have to accept I’m broken.’


‘I can’t believe I’m the first partner to give you a vibrator,’ Maria said. ‘Men are Luddites. Just smashing up the hated machine that’s stolen a man’s job. And at least the Luddites were good. Their weaving worked. It just wasn’t fast. In this case, a whole lot of cloth was never happening in the first place.’


‘Fine,’ Celine said. ‘Let’s try.’




Two minutes.


It took two minutes.


She could forgive men everything but this.




If their relationship had consisted solely of sex, Celine would have married Maria.


The problem was everything else.


Besides Maria’s professional envy, there were also her vendettas. She spilled much wine on their mottled carpet while ranting about how everyone was obsessed with her, but also neglected her, but also wanted to get with her, but also wanted her dead.


Celine could participate. In fact, she was better on a craft level. None of it held emotional valence for her, so she had the mental clarity to compose snider quips than Maria’s piqued incoherence could match. But Maria’s grudges kept changing. There were different enemies each week, and tiers within the category. This part Celine couldn’t assess, since it required not analysis (her sharpest sword) but perception (her armorial chink). She did the thing she was good at – arranged words to form bitch-slap – then found she had slapped too hard or slapped the wrong bitch.


‘I was messaging Jack,’ Maria said one summer afternoon as they walked through the tightly packed stalls of George’s Street Arcade. ‘And I’m messaging Ró too, and Ró says she’s also messaging Jack and he’s not replying at all. Like, Jack. Ró’s your girlfriend. Do Ró first.’


Celine said: ‘He’s hoping she’ll grow into you if he leaves her fallow.’


And that crossed the limit. Jack and Ró were in their circle, at a distance where you could be kind of mean but not fully.


Maria’s social awareness was peripheral and constant, while Celine only noticed when actively focusing; and then she saw too much. Maria could hint that Jack was secretly – who wasn’t? – an undying Mariast. But Celine thought it all the way through, and verbalised the endpoint. Privately, Celine believed Jack did prefer Ró and just replied faster to people who gave him anxiety, e.g. by slagging him off behind his back. For someone sick of her countless alleged admirers, Maria sure didn’t tire of bringing them up. And why always to Celine? If Maria needed male validation, maybe someone else could help – a man, say.


Celine never said any of this to Maria. She was too afraid of how Maria might spin it to someone else.




They’d been together for nearly three years when Celine played a Brahms concerto with an orchestra in Madrid. While Celine sat in the dressing room, Maria rang.


Celine curled and uncurled her fingers. The thumbs clicked. Had she practiced too hard?


‘Is it tomorrow you’re back?’ Maria said on the phone.


‘Sorry,’ Celine said. She stretched her fingers again. ‘I forgot to tell you – they added a couple of nights in Seville.’


Maria said: ‘I can’t believe they’re making you stay.’


‘They’re not making me. They offered and I said yes.’


‘You know I’m in Prague tomorrow?’


‘Yes,’ Celine said. ‘Text me how you get on.’


‘I’ll be gone all week.’


‘You said.’


‘Which adds up to a month apart.’


Oh.


Maria expected Celine to guess how she felt, and took it as wilful neglect when Celine failed. Was it this hard for everyone?


‘I’m sorry,’ Celine said.


‘You don’t care about me,’ Maria said. ‘I put all the work in.’


Celine herself only made such statements if she considered them beyond reasonable dispute. But Maria played opposites. She said one thing and your job was to contradict. ‘You don’t care about me’ meant ‘Tell me you care’, and ‘I put all the work in’ meant ‘Tell me you’re still committed’.


With Luke, Celine would eventually learn the rules of this game. In the moment, though, Celine assumed she’d received a verdict that she had to accept. Maria was better at people, and Maria knew how Maria felt.


‘I’m sorry, Maria,’ Celine said. ‘I’m sorry for all that.’


‘I’m done.’


After years together, they needed strenuous effort to communicate. Each felt she made herself unhappy for the other. The relationship was always going to end.


But the break-up still hurt like hell.




After they parted, Celine could still make herself sit down and play piano. But throughout the rest of the day, the keyboard in her head disappeared. Someone had closed the lid. She lumbered along Dublin’s rainy streets; each step was slower without her internal soundtrack. In her new single bedroom she listened to late Beethoven, all-career-stages Beyoncé, and – who among the newly dumped hasn’t? – ‘I Will Survive’.


Her pupils kept her busy. Throughout that winter and into the new year, Celine thought more and more about her students’ sightreading and their Für Elise, and less and less about how cold she felt. She kept her eyes on their little hands and told them not to rush.


Key by key, her inner piano returned.


One spring day, while she waited at the bus stop, Taylor Swift’s ‘I Forgot That You Existed’ came up on shuffle. Celine wasn’t quite there yet – but then, nor was Taylor, or she wouldn’t have written the song. The cultural ephemera we use to get over our exes is reliant on the labour of those who weren’t over theirs.


Celine didn’t date again until the summer. She knew she’d be lost for a time – and she was, until she met Luke.
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‘Explain to me once more,’ Luke said in the sitting room at No. 23, ‘I mean explain to me – like I’m a child – why we need to invite Maria to our engagement party.’


The cat jumped onto the windowsill and kneaded Luke’s books as if braiding bread. She worked unaware of her owner’s gaze, absorbed as she was by her craft. Madame Esmeralda was Celine’s familiar in this respect: she never let a small thing like human interaction derail her creative pursuits.


Celine turned her head back to Luke. ‘Aunt Maggy’s one kind of middle-aged Irish woman. She’s military efficiency. She’s Prussia. But my mother’s more into soft power, and Maria’s parents live on her road.’


‘Are we inviting everyone on your mother’s road?’ Luke said.


‘There’s neighbours and there’s neighbours. The Burkes are neighbours.’


‘Right. We need to invite your bad ex because these neighbours aren’t just neighbours, but neighbours.’


‘She’s not a bad ex,’ Celine said. ‘She’s just an ex. And she won’t come.’


‘Then why invite her?’


‘We can’t invite the Burkes and not Maria,’ Celine said. ‘The Burkes won’t come either, but they’d mind not being asked.’


‘This isn’t soft power. This is a national phobia of the word “no”.’


‘I’m telling you, Maria won’t come.’
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Of course Maria came.
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‘I didn’t think you’d come,’ Celine said, and made to hug just as Maria went for a cheek kiss.


‘Are we hugging?’ Maria said. She withdrew the kiss.


It was the first time they’d seen each other in months. Their last brief encounter had been at a friend’s New Year’s drinks, which Celine had attended with Luke.


‘Were you in London anyway?’ Celine said.


‘I’ve moved here,’ Maria said. ‘Where’s Luke?’
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